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A Homily by “Weeping and Gnashing of Teeth”
The Rev’d Jo Popham   Twenty-Second Sunday after Pentecost

November 13, 2011
Matthew 25:14-30

Today we gather to hope for peace but also to prayerfully remember the cost of war.

Over a hundred years ago – at the 11th hour of the 11th day of the 11th month in 1918 –

World War I came to an end. We mark this day every year on the Sunday closest to

November 11th by observing Remembrance Day to recall the sacrifice of those who gave

their lives for their nation for the cause of justice and freedom. We come together today –

many people in many countries – to honour all those who served in times of conflict and

in times of peace. It is natural that our hearts be saddened and that we express our grief

but we also have pride in the part we all play in making the world a place of hope in the

face of tyranny.

I pray that we do not feel remorse and regret this day. And I pray that we never get

used to sorrow and grief.

Those who weep and gnash their teeth do not weep because of sorrow and remorse or

grief and regret. No they weep because of anger and resentment – very different things,

my friends, very different indeed.

Looking back at Jesus’s parables from Matthew that were addressed to the Pharisees

who indeed were angry and resentful, there has been a lot of weeping and gnashing of

teeth. The first occurrence was at the healing of a centurion’s servant – the story of

someone outside of God’s chosen people Israel. Jesus praised the centurion for his faith:

“ ‘Truly I tell you, in no one in Israel have I found such faith. I tell you, many will come

from east and west and will eat with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of

heaven, while the heirs of the kingdom will be thrown into the outer darkness, where

there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” (Matthew 8:10-12). In explaining the
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parable of the good seeds and the weeds to the disciples Jesus said “Just as the weeds are

collected and burned up with fire, so will it be at the end of the age. The Son of Man will

send his angels, and they will collect out of his kingdom all causes of sin and all

evildoers, and they will throw them into the furnace of fire, where there will be weeping

and gnashing of teeth. Then the righteous will shine like the sun in the kingdom of their

Father. Let anyone with ears* listen! (13:40-43). And again just jut a few verses later for

emphasis Jesus said: “So it will be at the end of the age. The angels will come out and

separate the evil from the righteous and throw them into the furnace of fire, where there

will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” (13:49-50). The fourth use of this phrase is at the

wedding feast where the person without the proper wedding garment was treated harshly.

“The king said to the attendants, ‘Bind him hand and foot, and throw him into the outer

darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.’ For many are called, but

few are chosen.’” (22:13-14). The fifth is the story of a servant who is put in charge of his

master’s household, but he mistreats the other servants thinking that he is better than

them. The outcome is similar: “As for this worthless slave, throw him into the outer

darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” (24:51).

In today’s Gospel we have more weeping and gnashing – the punishment for those

condemned on the last day. The master gave the servants a lot of money – perhaps all of

his money. A talent was the largest monetary unit of the time, equal to the wages of a

manual labourer over a 15 year period. Household servants often were given this sort of

authority – to care for the master’s money. The good and faithful servants were rewarded

for their ingenuity with praise, yet the master had given no instructions as to what to do

with the money.

There was a rabbinic proverb in the 1st century that commended burial of money as a

way of protecting it. A hole in the ground was a safe risk-free way to save the money. So

what of the servant who kept with the tradition of the times? He hid his one talent as was
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the custom. He kept with the status quo.  And in a way it was all that was expected of

him, because the master had given each servant according to his ability. The first servant

who invested five talents and made five more for his master and likewise the servant who

was given two talents and made two more were praised for their entrepreneurial spirits.

The ones with more talent – with the aptitude or flair for investing in the market – were

trusted with more. And the first two servants were trustworthy. But in Greek there is an

implication of believing and risk-taking going hand in hand. Those who invested the

money knew they were taking a risk. Perhaps Jesus was saying that his disciples were and

are expected to take risks.

But consider this: the servant who buried his master’s money – and was condemned

for his inaction – was afraid. Jesus came to earth so that we might have faith rather than

fear. And the third servant was consumed by fear. He was driven by his fear. And fear

builds on itself – doubles and redoubles. He not only was punished by his own fear but by

the master he feared. The servant who did not use his gifts wisely but instead hid them

away would be left behind when the other people of God were gathered into heaven. He

would be left in distress with only his fear.  Fear…fear building on fear, then eternal

separation from God…now that is a reason for weeping and wailing and gnashing of

teeth.

This parable offers a harsh lesson that has always puzzled me. If the master is God,

then the servants are the people of God – the servants are us. What does God want? Does

God want us to bury our gifts? Or does God want us to use all that we are given, and even

to share our gifts with others? This parable – this allegory – was so well known that by

the Middle Ages talent had taken on the meaning of God-given abilities – gifts and

graces. God then has given us gifts, all the gifts we need. The fearful servant buried his

money he was given in the ground. Figuratively speaking, do we sometimes hide our gifts

in the ground – do we allow talent to lie fallow – out of fear?



4 of 4

God gives gifts as God wants. We are not to question why this person has this gift or

that gift, or more or less of a particular talent. What is most important is that we are

expected to be good stewards of our gifts and to grow our gifts. And if we do not care for

what God has given us then there are consequences. In the extreme, if we were to invoke

Jesus’s tradition of using 1st century Jewish hyperbole, that’s where the weeping and

gnashing of teeth comes in once again.

Weeping and gnashing of teeth is Matthew’s favorite expression to express the horror

of the final punishment. (Harper Collins Study Bible annotations, p. 1871). Could it be

that those who are sent into the outer darkness were already living that life – that they

already were weeping and gnashing their teeth? Life eternal filled with only darkness and

weeping and gnashing of teeth is not something they cared to strive for. Who would? But

the hope of God’s grace can be hidden because of fear. The joy of the kingdom of heaven

could be hidden to those who do not have eyes to see and ears to hear.

Consistently in Jesus’s parables a particular class within Israel – not all of Israel –

would be cast out. The Pharisees and religious leaders feared that their holiness would be

diluted. They were angry at Jesus and resentful of his teaching God’s word to outsiders.

They would have God cast out the Gentiles as outsiders. The Pharisees and religious

leaders also feared and excluded people with disabilities (the blind, the crippled, the

deaf), those with infectious diseases like leprosy, people who colluded with the Romans

(like the tax-collectors), people who didn't measure up to their standards of holiness or

who rejected some of their doctrines, as well as Samaritans and Gentiles – any and all

sinners – those people who disagreed with them as well as those who were guilty of

breaking God’s Law – as they defined it. To the Pharisees all these were the outsiders.

But Jesus told the Pharisees and others who oppressed the outsiders that they were the

ones who would be weeping and gnashing their teeth. Jesus told the religious leaders who

reveled in their doctrinal purity, who oppressed God’s people, who felt that they alone
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were the “true Israel” – he told them that they were the outsiders. And those they

regarded as outsiders were the ones who would be welcomed into God’s kingdom.

Those we honour today are not the rejected ones. They may indeed have suffered –

suffered for us – but they are not weeping and gnashing their teeth for all eternity. No, it

is the tyrants who oppressed those for whom they fought and died who are cast out. All

who have fought for justice and peace for us – who have fought for the freedom of all

people – are to be revered and respected. They have saved us from oppression – again

and again. They have given us some measure of peace and the freedom to worship and

teach others about God and Jesus his son.

Everything we do, we do in the name of Jesus, who welcomes us, just as he welcomes

all people. If we exclude anyone at all in the name of God, do we crucify Jesus anew, and

will weeping and gnashing of teeth indeed be ours, now and for all eternity? I pray that,

through God’s grace and the hope of Jesus Christ, we all may live in peace without fear.

And that one day there will be no more tyrants to be cast out to a place where there will

be weeping and gnashing of teeth.

Lord, may it be so.

Amen.


